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A recent letter sent by Secretary of the Interior Gale Norton to state and local officials in Arizona and eight other states has conservationists worried that the Bush administration might undermine the stated aim of the national monuments established by President Clinton during the last year of his presidency: to preserve vital natural habitats, endangered species, geologic formations, and historical sites. "My department is committed to bringing common sense and balance to the decision-making process by listening to people who were most affected by the sudden designations," Norton wrote on March 28 to more than 400 governors, members of Congress and state legislatures, county commissioners, and tribal chairmen. "I want to hear local voices and ideas on how best to protect, use, and care for these precious national treasures for generations to come."
In the letter, Norton asked recipients to comment on possible boundary adjustments, vehicle use, private inholdings, water rights, and "the other traditional multiple uses that might be appropriately applied to these lands." She also asked recipients to comment on areas within the monuments that are "truly special and should be reserved for their unique environmental or historic characteristics."
The Bush administration has said it will not seek to reverse the creation of the new national monuments, but the Interior Department "has a lot of discretion on how to manage national monuments," warns James Angell, a staff attorney with Earthjustice Legal Defense Fund, a Denver-based law center that represents several environmental groups. "They could shrink the size or change some of the provisions [to permit logging, cattle grazing, or other activities] that would make a mockery of the national monuments."
At issue are 19 national monuments that total more than 3 million acres in nine states and the US Virgin Islands. The new national monuments, all created in 2000 or 2001 as Clinton's term in office was winding down, range from the 807,000-acre Grand Canyon Parashant in northwestern Arizona to the 20-acre Governor's Island in New York.
Most are, and will continue to be,-at least for now-run by the Bureau of Land Management, although three are US National Park Service lands and one a US Fish and Wildlife Service preserve. All three agencies are part of the Interior Department.
Of particular concern are two national monuments designed to protect large, mostly undeveloped Sonoran Desert lands in southern Arizona. The Ironwood Forest National Monument preserves 129,000 acres northwest of Tucson, and the Sonoran Desert National Monument encompasses 486,000 acres halfway between Phoenix and Tucson.
Ironwood was created in June 2000 and Sonoran Desert in January 2001. Both the Ironwood and Sonoran Desert National Monuments preserve extensive stands of saguaro, palo verde, ironwood, and creosote-dominated desert thorn scrub from the suburban sprawl that increasingly characterizes Phoenix and Tucson, as well as from further energy and mineral development. The monument designations state that current uses of the land will continue, although cattle grazing permits for sections of the Sonoran Desert National Monument south of I-8 will be phased out. The national monuments are part of a larger effort to protect the Sonoran Desert and other lands in southern and eastern Arizona and western New Mexico.
Complicating the issue is a lawsuit filed last year by the Mountain States Legal Foundation challenging President Clinton's authority to create new national monuments under the Antiquities Act of 1906 without congressional approval. Earthjustice opposes the court challenge. Angell, who asked the US District Court in Washington, DC, in March to dismiss the suit, argues that Congress can delegate its power, and often has, to limit the use of public lands to the executive branch. The US Supreme Court ruled in 1976 that the use of the Antiquities Act by a president to create the Death Valley National Monument (now a national park) was constitutional.
For her part, Norton says in her letter she is simply trying to redress Clinton and Babbitt's failure to adequately consult local residents before the new national monuments were created. "We have started the process of opening up a dialogue," says Mark Pfeifle, an Interior Department spokesperson. "We are required to develop a management plan for the monuments. We want to hear all voices on how best to protect and use these lands." u
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